Abstract: The academic polemics I've been having with Alice Florentin, my Doctoral student, regarding the ideal method for training acting/choreography students, necessary for them to approach dance theatre, brought us (once more) to the shadows of the demons that surrounded Teibele (and us too, perhaps), the contrasts of Salome's world, the fascination of The Tropical Tree, the turmoil of the Love Stories, the unrest and fears haunting The Cherry Orchard and… the inventory of emotions could go on (beyond them, any approach would be useless). We wondered: "What is the secret? How does Alexander Hausvater succeed in determining the actors he works with to search/discover the giant within, to renounce their crippling fears and the numbness of the everyday? What are the steps the actors take to find themselves?" We knew some things about the (probably defining) periods of physical and vocal training, but we wanted to find out… the truth. Caught in the cage of the rigours of academic research, we dared and tried.
"Hello, I am sending some of the questions born from the unrest of my dialogues with Alice Florentin, one of my Doctoral students, who is interested in training techniques for the actors. Should you agree, we would also wish to publish your answers in the magazine 'Theatrical Colloquia'. Thank you."
Apparently, this is how we started our correspondence with director Alexander Hausvater. In reality, I believe I've asked him dozens of other questions, solely in my mind -to be fair -each time my destiny as an Iaşi theatregoer brought me the opportunity to see his stories, set on the stage, filled with qualms about the world and life. Beyond time and space; no passports, no barriers.
The academic polemics I've been having with Alice Florentin, my Doctoral student, regarding the ideal method for training acting/choreography students, necessary for them to approach dance theatre, brought us (once more) to the shadows of the demons that surrounded Teibele (and us too, perhaps), the contrasts of Salome's world, the fascination of The Tropical Tree, the turmoil of the Love Stories, the unrest and fears haunting The Cherry Orchard and… the inventory of emotions could go on (beyond them, any approach would be useless). We wondered: "What is the secret? How does Alexander Hausvater succeed in determining the actors he works with to search/discover the giant within, to renounce their crippling fears and the numbness of the everyday? What are the steps the actors take to find themselves?" We knew some things about the (probably defining) periods of physical and vocal training, but we wanted to find out… the truth. Caught in the cage of the rigours of academic research, we dared and tried.
1. In the performances directed by Alexander Hausvater, the actors can be perceived as presences -they breathe, they shape space with their bodies and they are identified through energy. How do you determine them to reach these vital points?
Alexander Hausvater: There are no universal methods for shaping and provoking the actor so that they reach their goal of living completely in the character's body and psyche. Acting can be determined by two phenomena: execution and creativity. While the former depends on a stylistic technique, the latter is the crucial one, it implies a highly developed spirit of observation of the actor's personality (their potential in terms of corporality, voice and energy), as well as the search for a system of motivating and provoking their creative potential. When working with an actor, I try to define the external action at the same time with an internal subtext that implies an unexpressed script which functions in parallel with the spoken text and the stage articulation. Through exercises and improvisations, I project the actor in a system of searching and initiating. I don't believe in inner-outer harmony, on the contrary, I try to highlight the contrast, the contradiction between what is said and what is spoken, between text and subtext. In the experience of becoming a character, the actor creates life situations in time and space which are not mentioned in the text. For example, a character's entry on stage implies, first and foremost, the place they are coming from and the dramatic mechanism that has made them leave that place in order to enter the stage, the décor. Also, when the actor exits the stage, they have to create a clear picture of the place they are going to and the reason for going. From a directorial point of view, it is imperative to encourage the actor's imagination, which comes from their life experience, their culture, traditions, family etc. The actor's unconscious is their imaginative force, but, at the same time, it is a source of fear and frailty. Between the limits of the movements of the unconscious, there is an infinite amount of life experiences the actor has not gone through. They have to be pushed towards an organic experience, not a psychological or intellectual one, so that they can live on stage as the character in the given situations, even if the actor and the character are separated by geography, history or simply by life experience. In every actor, just like in every human being, there are creative sources that have not been reached or, maybe, acknowledged. Through exercises and improvisation, the actor is pushed inside dramatic situations they have not lived, so that they find in themselves impulses, reactions, instincts, energies they have ignored. I utterly believe in the phenomenon of THE TOTAL ACTOR who approaches every dramatic situation on stage as if it were a matter of life and death. That means there are no alternatives, no other options, no other possibilities than the one that has been chosen. This and this only can lead the actor to understanding a character that probably also had an infinite amount of options, but was forced to choose just one of them. The actor represents the society they live in and the generation they were brought up in. I don't believe in methods and systems, because every human being is different, and the actor is no exception. Every actor has within them the key to search and find a conduit which they can only understand through living. I must say that at the beginning of my work with an actor I ask myself who that person is. The question has two answers. First: the actor's existential capacity, which comes from their culture, education, society, family. Second: the actor's capacity to explore areas of human behaviour, different forms and deep, contradictory personalities. This is why, at the first meeting, the so-called audition, I am less interested in their capacity to speak a text in three minutes, and more intrigued by aspects such as their weakness, their vulnerability, timidity, and especially elements that show the uniqueness of their character.
What training techniques do you use for preparing the actors?
Alexander Hausvater: The training techniques I use are mostly determined by the style of the performance and the requirements of the space, time and dramatism. Each rehearsal session starts with a period of physical and vocal training. As far as I am concerned, it is mandatory to make the actor forget about the outer world they come from, with the characteristics and symptoms of modern living. In order to create, you have to forget the rhythms, obsessions, sounds, images of the society you live in. The actor does not recreate the reality of everyday life, but they have to be ready to create a parallel life which can take the shape of dreams or an alternative reality. In many cases, I find that it is necessary to create during the preparatory exercises the sounds of an invented language and a physical vocabulary that is usually of Asian descent and invented by me in order to provoke the actor to manifest physically in different ways, so that they become aware of their unexplored potential and physical abilities. For example, I encourage them to draw, to write with their feet, to visualise with their years, to avoid the movement of the hands as long as there is another option. The dramatic climate of a play involves more than events and characters in a given place, behaving in a certain way. It is a world where one must re-define the view on space and time. There are different neurological reactions for the Elizabethans and the postmodernists. Time is different for every society, every character, sometimes an hour has 80 minutes, other times thirty, and in a different occasion there might be no measure for tracking it. I was intrigued by the actor's need to learn, to re-learn the process of breathing, of moving, of creating sounds, words, sentences, dialogue, as if they were a baby who has to go from one phase to another to reach adulthood. I will close this chapter on preparatory exercises by highlighting the fact that the actor must continue the experience of exercises and improvisation after the rehearsal time and even after the end of the period spent rehearsing with me. Just like a cello player, a pianist, a dancer rehearses every day, the actor must insert the exercises initiated for a performance into a permanent program they cannot evolve without.
3. How can an actor achieve a theatrical body, one that is adaptable to the performing style required by the director?
Alexander Hausvater: I've given the answer to this question at the previous points. However, I would add the necessity of a dialogue between the actor and director, a dialogue that doesn't focus exclusively on the text of a play, a dialogue that spans over a larger territory and that can touch philosophical, cultural and personal aspects. I usually look at an aspect of the actor's personality that makes them different from anyone else, and that is courage, the courage to search, to experiment, to explore, to investigate, and especially the courage to change. I explain to them that the experience of preparing a play is like a voyage to the unknown, with unknown means, a voyage that doesn't involve finding a character, but rather finding qualities and forms in the actor's real personality. The motor for change is conquering fear and accepting the new experience as a permanent feature of their personality. Your question implies that there is a theatrical body that adapts to the performing style. In reality, the actor displays through acting and style the personality change caused by the rehearsal process.
4. What must an actor know, acknowledge and do in order to reach the level of "stage presence"?
Alexander Hausvater: Stage presence is not one of the terms I use when working with the actor. Obsessive personality, extreme behaviours, screaming and silence are forms of a personality that is the subject and object of life on stage. Acting implies a public confession of the process of transforming, of evolving from one pole to another. The weak character becomes strong, the strong becomes weak, the young grows old and the old lives their youth again, the rich loses everything and the poor becomes an influential person and so on. The public transformation of the character is a narrative confession that has a beginning and an end, a content and especially a narrative form that makes the character go from one state to another during the performance, removing from the spectators' memory any other form of thought, of emotion, of behaviour.
5. "Being an actor means being bold, it means being able to control your fear and become a different man, a free man… one who does not obey." -you wrote this in What if? Is this definition still true? How do you determine the actors to live these principles? What if this definition was written in acting textbooks?
Alexander Hausvater: I was educated in the English culture and in Shakespeare's language. The word actor means a person that acts in order to change a reality with another one. This change implies a personal risk and the need to bravely express a life belief, a personal rebellion. This actor expresses themselves on a high platform, where word and image have political resonance. Most characters in classic theatre are kings, queens, princes, princesses, people who have the power to decide. The actor assumes the risk of provoking, but also encouraging others to rebel, to start revolutions, change. The actor speaks in the voice of a forgotten and neglected morality in their society. Since the early Greeks up to our time, the actor asks the spectators to become responsible citizens in a society that has to change. Drama schools must emphasize socio-political references in theatre pedagogy. The actor is a provoking agent who risks their own existence in the search for a more humane and more profound political direction. I believe that the actor must actively take part in political manifestations, strikes, solidarity meetings, as if their audience was the entire city, the entire country they live in. Theatre textbooks must include history, political movements, the elements that cause changes in society, like rebellions, revolutions and so on.
What question remains unasked and what answer suspended
(regarding the topic we've set at today)?
Alexander Hausvater: In general, the previous questions do not reflect the deep problems the modern actor faces. A drama school with a threeyear study program, with mostly absent teachers, with financial criteria for enrolment, with contradictory pedagogical methods cannot lead to creating an ideal actor. Schools produce far too many actors than the job market can absorb. When you ask acting students why they chose this path, most of the times their answers are far from the only true answer: I chose this profession so that I can change the world, make it better, kinder, more beautiful. When I see an actor on stage, I first ask myself who they are and immediately after, why is it that they have chosen to be an actor here and now.
In conclusion: Creating the total actor is a process that begins in the early life stages, it continues during the school years and leads to maturity through experiment, searching, investigating, at the same time with gaining stage experience. The actor has an obligation to themselves and to their art to get familiar with different styles and forms, with various cultures, with empiric and dramatic necessities. It is impossible to change the core of an individual's personality during the short rehearsal period. I want to believe that they prepare for meeting me and the theme of the performance an entire life. I want to believe that meeting me changes them as much as meeting them changes
